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‘Live Sightings’ in Laos

Although U.S. involvement in the
Southeast Asia conflict ended more
than nine years ago, many Americans
are still haunted by an anguishing poe-
sibility: that American prisoners of
war are still alive, still hoping againet
dwindling hope that they have not
been abandoned by their government.

Unfortunately, the evidence has been
umnhntve.'ﬂmehnvebeenhm&ed-

been impossible to confirm.

Recently declassified documents
and other information reviewed by my
associates Donald Goldberg and Dele
Van Atta lend credence to the belief
that, at least in Laos, live American
prisoners were left behind, and that
some may still survive in the green
hell of some jungle prison camp.

The CIA and the U.S. military con-
ducted a secret war in Laos in the late
1960s and early 1970s, trying to de-
stroy North Vietnamese sanctuaries
along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. There
were bombing raids and clandestine in-
telligence missions into Laos, and by
war’s end 559 Americans were listed as
missing in action there.

Unlike the Socialist Republic of
Vietnam, the government of Laos
maintains diplomatic relations with the
United States. Yet while Laotian coop-
eration in finding and identifying the
remains of dead Americans has im-
proved in recent years, the mystery of
possible living Americans has scarcely
been addressed. Here is the evidence
that gives POW-MIA families both
faint hope and continuing frustration:

o As recently as June 25, the Na-
tional Security Council wrote that the
White House was “investigating al-
most 200 live sightings at the present
time.” In a letter to a family member,
the NSC gave this convoluted assess-
ment of the situation: “Our position is
that this information precludes ruling
out the possibility of prisoners still
being held, and we operate under the
assumption that at least one American
is still in captivity.”

e A series of six CIA reports, dated
from early 1967 to late 1970, asserted
that American POWs definitely were
being held in Laos. As early as Jan. 21,
1967, the CIA had an aerial photo-
graph of a POW camp, and by Novem-
ber of that year its presence was con-
firmed by ground sources.

By October 1968 CIA agents identi-
fied five prison camps where Americans
were being held. In the next few months
the number of camps sighted had risen
to 10, and by the end of 1969, CIA
agents on the ground had confirmed 45
separate POW complexes in Laos. A
total of 68 Americans was known to be
held in Laotian camps, but the govern-
ment has never rejeased any alive.

presumably acting on advice from
Foggy Bottom, the embassy rejected
the proposed deal on grounds that it
would be too dangerous for the POWs.

¢ An intriguing but unconfirmed re-
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